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Government confident rebels will soon release hostages
The Colombian government is optimistic that it will soon negotiate the release of the 70 soldiers held
by the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). Sixty of the hostages have been held
since last Aug. 31, and another 10 were captured in January (see NotiSur, 10/25/96 and 01/24/97).
Luis Augusto Castro bishop of San Vicente del Caguan in the department of Caqueta who has been
involved in the negotiations, said that the month of May will be decisive in ending the crisis. Bishop
Castro is the only person other than members of the FARC who has visited the hostages.
In late April, the government intensified efforts to negotiate the release of the kidnapped soldiers.
Among other things, President Ernesto Samper appointed anther official to participate in talks with
the rebels. Deputy Labor Minister Jose Noe Rios will joined the current government team, which is
led by Carlos Vicente de Roux, the presidential adviser for human rights.
In addition, a change in the FARC's demands is seen as an important breakthrough. The guerrillas
have reduced the amount of territory they want demilitarized by the Colombian army as a
prerequisite for release of the soldiers. For months, the FARC insisted that the military withdraw
from a large area of Caqueta department, including the town of Remolinos del Caguan. The
government and the army refused.
The FARC has said a military pullout from Remolinos would provide a security buffer while the
hostages were being turned over, but the government contended that it could not leave the town
unguarded because it is a center of drug trafficking in Caqueta. The change in the FARC position
could pave the way for an agreement. Another encouraging action by the FARC is the naming of
Rolando Romero, Joaquin Gomez, and Fabian Reina considered high-ranking members of the FARC
leadership to negotiate with the government. "The soldiers could be handed over in 15 days," said
Romero in early May. "They are in good condition, and have been treated well as prisoners of war."
The FARC also released a video to prove that the soldiers are still alive. However, the release of the
video coincided with the announcement that another hostage, former congressional deputy Rodrigo
Turbay Cote who was kidnapped by the FARC in June 1995 had drowned as he was being moved
by boat on the Rio Caguan. Family and political leaders called for a thorough investigation into the
circumstances surrounding Turbay Cote's death, and military officials said the death provides more
proof that the FARC has no interest in peace.

President Samper proposes new peace talks with guerrillas
In late March, President Samper said he would call a "peace summit" to try to end three decades
of guerrilla warfare. "I will call a peace summit...so that we can work on a solution to end this
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bloodshed," Samper said. Samper's newly-appointed defense minister, Gilberto Echeverry, also
called for fresh efforts to find a peaceful solution to the continent's longest running guerrilla war.
On April 4, Interior Minister Horacio Serpa said the agenda for the peace talks would include the
recognition of the political nature of the armed struggle, the president's exclusive responsibility
for the peace process, and the disposition of the armed groups to dialogue. In addition, Serpa said
the guerrillas must recognize the primacy of the state in matters of security, make a commitment
to respect human rights, agree to rejoin civil society, and agree to participate in a unified, national
negotiation.
Both the FARC Latin America's oldest and largest rebel group and the Ejercito de Liberacion
Nacional (ELN) at first indicated a willingness to take part in exploratory peace talks. The FARC
and the ELN appear to be at one of their strongest points since they were formed in the mid-1960s.
However, on April 13, Raul Reyes, a member of the FARC directorate who lives in Costa Rica, said
the group "cannot and will not sit down to dialogue with an illegitimate government."
Reyes, head of international affairs for the FARC, told reporters that the Colombian government
was "looking for oxygen with its talk about peace," while it waged war sustained by higher taxes.
The government's only aim, according to the rebel leader, is to remain in office. Reyes also said
the FARC would not accept as a condition for an eventual dialogue the release of the hostages, nor
would the group sit down with representatives of paramilitary groups, as suggested by Echeverry.
Paramilitary groups, which are also responsible for much of the spiraling violence in Colombia, have
indicated an interest in participating in any dialogue for peace.

1998 general elections precipitate Cabinet changes
Several members of President Samper's Cabinet have resigned recently. Many of the changes are
related to next year's general elections, since public officials must resign a year before elections to
be eligible to run. In one change not related to elections, in early March, Samper named former
ambassador Gilberto Echeverry as defense minister less than a week after his predecessor resigned
because of alleged links to drug traffickers (see NotiSur, 03/21/97). Echeverry, 61, is a civil engineer,
a former minister of economic development, and former ambassador to Ecuador. He replaced
Guillermo Alberto Gonzalez, who resigned after he acknowledged that he accepted a check in
1989 from Justo Pastor Perafan, a leading narcotics figure. Pastor Perafan was recently arrested in
Venezuela, and both Colombia and the US have requested his extradition.
On March 7, the minister of labor, Orlando Obregon, resigned to run for Congress in next year's
elections. Obregon, who had once been a union leader, came under heavy criticism during his time
as head of the Labor Ministry, especially during a two-week strike by government workers last
February (see NotiSur, 02/19/97). About the same time, Colombia's ambassador to France, Nestor
Humberto, resigned. In addition, most analysts expect Interior Minister Horacio Serpa and Chief
Prosecutor Alfonso Valdivieso to resign before the end of May to maintain their eligibility. On April
21, Samper appointed his personal legal counsel as the country's new justice minister. Alma Beatriz
Renigfo de Estrada took over the post vacated by Carlos Medellin, who resigned to participate in
the elections. He said he is considering either running the presidential campaign for the former
Colombian ambassador to Washington, Carlos Lleras de la Fuente, or launching his own bid for
the presidency. As justice minister, Medellin pushed the corruption-plagued Congress to increase
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prison terms for drug traffickers and make it easier to seize their assets. But he has not been able to
win approval for an amendment to the Constitution to allow extradition of Colombian drug kingpins
(see NotiSur, 04/25/97).
In addition to administration officials who are throwing their hats in the ring, eccentric Bogota
Mayor Antanas Mockus resigned on April 5. He said he is debating whether to run for the
presidency or to run for vice president on a ticket headed by Valdivieso. Mockus said the invaluable
"ethical contribution" by Valdivieso, plus his own administrative experience, could make the
two a formidable ticket. A recent opinion poll shows Mockus, 45, moving to second place among
possible candidates, behind Valdivieso. Serpa is in third place, followed by former foreign minister
Noemi Sanin. President Samper announces new economic measures In early April, President
Samper announced that his government is preparing an emergency plan to generate jobs. According
to Samper, the plan will include an increase in construction of low-income housing and public
works, new credit and support for exporters and small businesses, and measures to alleviate the
indebtedness of farmers.
In making the announcement, Samper admitted that his government has failed to meet its goal of
creating 1.5 million new jobs, which the president set as a target when he took office. According
to the national statistics office (DANE), during the first quarter of 1997, unemployment climbed to
12.7% of the economically active population. The government claims that, in large part, the increase
in unemployment is a side effect of the government's efforts to crack down on drug trafficking.
Allegedly, many businesses supported by illegal drug money have been affected by the campaign
against narcotraffickers, particularly with the capture of alleged drug lord Pastor Perafan. Despite
the social and economic costs of anti-narcotics efforts, however, Samper said that Colombia cannot
allow drug money to continue propping up the economy and to be "used to build many luxurious
apartment buildings, hotels and massive country estates." [Sources: Agence France-Presse, 03/19/97,
03/20/97; Inter Press Service, 03/19/97, 04/14/97; Associated Press, 04/22/97; Spanish news service
EFE, 03/10/97, 04/08/97, 04/13/97 04/21/97, 04/24/97, 05/01/97; Reuter, 03/03/97, 03/07/97, 03/28/97,
04/04/97, 04/08/97, 04/25/97, 05/02/97; Notimex, 05/02/97; El Pais (Colombia), El Tiempo (Colombia),
05/06/97]
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